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new book. "The action takes place in our time/' he wrote to
Katkov. "A young student of middle-class origin, who has
been expelled from the university and who lives in extreme
poverty, decides by one stroke to escape from his painful
predicament. His light-hearted action is the result of the
instability of his ideas and of the influence of certain em-
bryonic thoughts in the air. He decides to kill an old woman,
a pawnbroker. This woman is stupid, deaf, sick, stingy,
wicked; she exacts exorbitant rates of interest from her vic-
tims and ill treats her young sister whom she employs as her
maid. 'She is completely useless, she does no one any good,
why should she live?' Such are the questions that torment the
young man's mind. He decides to kill her, to rob her, and
to use her money for the benefit of his mother who lives in
a little town, and of his sister, whom he wants to protect
from the amorous advances of a landowner in whose house
she is employed as a governess. He also needs money to con-
tinue his studies.
"But the divine truth and the earthly laws are operating,
and in the end he is self-constrained to give himself up, even
though he may have to die in a penitentiary, because this is
his only hope of again being able to associate with people.
For the feeling of exclusion and isolation which followed
the crime was the greatest of tortures. The laws of truth and
human nature are victorious, and the criminal resolves to ac-
cept suffering In order to redeem his action."
Such is the essential outline of Crime md Punishment.
In this room, dark and narrow as a closet, while deprived
of food, light, and fresh linen, and begging his acquaintances
for funds to return to Russia, then at the lowest rung of
misery and solitude Dostoevsky prepared the book which
made him famous.